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At a Nov. 6 press conference in Managua, Comandante Jaime Wheelock said four out of ten
Nicaraguan men of working age are in the military. In brief, some 200,000 men of an estimated half
million persons in the economically active population have been mobilized for military service.
Wheelock pointed out that the dedication of such vast human resources to defense has debilitated
the national economy. The Sandinista leader, also minister of agriculture, said the contra war has
brought an estimated $2.038 billion in losses to the Nicaraguan economy. Consumption standards,
he said, have declined in the past five years. Ten percent of basic foodstuffs are channeled to the
military, while defense absorbs over half of the national budget. Excluding subsistence products
subsidized by the government, household consumption has declined 25% since 1982. Wheelock also
mentioned reduced spending for housing, health and education programs, resulting from low prices
in the world market, the US economic embargo, and the US-backed contra war. Next, productive
investment has declined, while public spending is nearly 40% over total revenues. Wheelock pointed
out that spiralling inflation 2,600% in 1985 was a logical outcome of a "siege economy," fiscal deficits,
and channeling resources into defense rather than productive activities. He mentioned three tiers of
inflation. First, he said, are products coming under government price controls and subsidies. Price
inflation for these products rice, beans, salt, sugar, cooking oil, cheese, liver and poultry is between
150 and 200% annually. The second product type refers to certain scarce items, such as tortillas
and other corn products. Prices fluctuate freely, said Wheelock, according to the rate of exchange
against the US dollar. In the past year, inflation for such products has fluctated between 1,000 and
3,000%. The minister pointed out that corn, a traditional foodstuff, is scarce because 80% of the
crop is harvested in war zones. Finally, the third "tier" of inflation pertains to black market items.
Merchants import such products and sell them at prices above the exchange rate with the US dollar.
Wheelock said that 250,000 peasants had abandoned their farms because of the war. Sixty percent
of Nicaraguan pasture land and 80% of acreage dedicated to corn and bean production is located in
areas affected by the war. In 1985, export earnings were only half the expected total. (Basic data from
NEW YORK TIMES, 11/10/86, PRENSA LATINA, 10/07/86)
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